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After the Second World War, only a handful of countries effectively accelerated their economic 
progress and jumped to high-income status. Among these cases, South Korea, Taiwan, and Brazil 
are outstanding. This thesis examines three case studies and reviews two bodies of literature: the 
developmental state; and the varieties of capitalism (VOC). These theories highlight the roles of 
the state, businesses, and institutions, but they ignore the active role of workers, particularly labor 
movements. These movements are conceptualized as developmental labor. 
 Developmental labor has three main characteristics. First, the labor movements want to 
share the benefits of capitalism instead of opposing it; therefore, they demand higher wages and 
welfare with respect to the growth and sustainability of their firms and sectors. Second, they are 
strong enough to maintain their autonomy and to freely mobilize outside the state structure, as well 
as capitalist domination. Finally, their movements in bargaining with the state and capitalists are 
effective.  
Instead of the developmental state (which emerged in the 1960s) and the good institutions 
(which advanced in the 1990s), the rise of developmental labor in the 1970s triggered economic 
transformation in the 1980s in our case studies. This thesis reveals that developmental labor 
determines the surge in wages. During 1970–85, real wages in South Korea, Taiwan, and Brazil 
skyrocketed, forcing capitalists, the strong-enough state, and the labor movements themselves to 
evolve toward higher technologies and skills in the late 1980s. 
The varieties of developmental labor induce different types of state–capitalist reaction and 
institutional evolution. For example, during a critical juncture, the labor movements in South 
Korea chose an aggressive approach to negotiating with capitalists, with the capitalists countering 
the movements by employing rival methods and developing liberal labor institutions. By contrast, 
in Taiwan the labor movements chose a moderate approach; therefore, the networked institutions 
were developed. Finally, Brazil’s labor movements were bifurcated; thus, the evolving institutions 
were also bifurcated. 
 This thesis brings the transformative roles of workers back into the literature on economic 
catch-up and offers three theoretical contributions. First, the rise of developmental labor is very 
important for economic transformation, although it is ignored by existing theories. Second, the 
varieties of developmental labor relate to trajectories of labor institutions such as wage regimes, 
labor regulations, welfare schemes, and education systems. Third, the thesis findings also construct 
a theoretical linkage between the developmental state and VOC. 
